Introduction
During the spring of 2002 the subways and sidewalks of Boston, USA, carried adverts for the city's annual marathon. Each poster in the series showed a close-up image of a runner conveying one of the intense emotions taken from an accompanying list: (1) Ritual, (2) Shock, (3) Denial, (4) Isolation, (5) Despair, (6) Affirmation, (7) Renewal. This isn't too far removed from the experience of doing research, which often proves to be a rollercoaster ride of academic and personal challenges, but ultimately a rewarding achievement at any level.
All Geography undergraduate degree programmes contain some kind of student research projects whether as part of a research methods module, dissertation, group project work, or extra-curricular opportunities such as an expedition. More research-oriented skills, such as the design and planning of research, and especially teamwork, are integral to more advanced stages of undergraduate degrees. Problem-based experiential learning (PBL) is typically based on Kolb's learning cycle (Kolb, 1984; Henry, 1989) , and the benefits and limitations of PBL (Savin-Baden, 2000) and group work (Higgitt, 1996; Kneale, 1996) are comprehensively covered elsewhere in the literature. In Geography, fieldwork is an integral part of most project work, providing a range of intellectual, technical and personal skills and experiences (Bradbeer, 1996; Higgitt, 1996; Pawson and Teather, 2002) .
Students find group project and fieldwork to be the most challenging, but rewarding, elements of their degree (McGuinness and Simm, in press), often leaving a lasting impression for both academic and social reasons. Skills attained in these modules satisfy benchmarking criteria, enhance student employability and act as a bridge to postgraduate study. However, most pedagogic research focuses on the devising of effective learning and teaching strategies, and subsequent evaluation of their performance, or reflection by tutors and recommendations, in hindsight, for modifications to their teaching. With the exception, for instance, of dealing with 'free-riders' (cf. Levin, 2003) and the role of tutors as facilitators during student-led work (cf. Bradbeer, 1996) , there is a paucity of pedagogic discussion on dealing with problematic situations. This paper is directed towards devising effective strategies for retrieving failing situations, for instance where students are struggling to reach satisfactory academic thresholds in research and group work because of lack of commitment or insight, involved, particularly with the trend towards an increased number of international trips (Nairn et al., 2000; McGuinness and Simm, in press) . If a project at a distant locality turns out not to be feasible because of sampling difficulties, or if the data collected turns out to be inappropriate, then the trip proves a costly mistake both academically and financially.
The tutor plays a crucial role in acting as mentor, facilitator and monitor of the academic progress of the students and their projects. There is often a balance to be attained between student autonomy and prescriptive guidance by tutors. Whether projects are prescribed by tutors or proposed by students will depend on the pedagogic rationale, academic level and experience of the students, class size, and the availability of background resources (such as 'virtual fieldwork' provision). Offering pre-ordained projects is a low-risk option requiring prior reconnaissance by tutors to ensure their feasibility, but removes some of the responsibility of and initial creativity by the student. Alternatively, expecting students to devise their own topics is, academically and logistically, more challenging and daunting.
Group dynamics are often influential in whether a project succeeds or not. Although a self-selecting group of friends may feel comfortable, adopting a selection process based on psychological and skills-profiling (Parsons and Drew, 1996) is often more effective. Groups tend not to struggle because of weaker students within a group, but due to poor commitment and lack of a work ethic by members; the development of a group identity can help to avoid this problem (Savin-Baden, 2000) .
The tutor needs to monitor group situations constantly for warning signs of projects stalling or non-participation by members. Disjunction manifests itself as retreat (lack of commitment and engagement with task), temporising (hesitation or putting off the task because of uncertainty), or avoidance (attempting to bypass the task) by students (Savin-Baden, 2000) . These are often interspersed with short intervals of intense and productive thought and planning, often in response to firm prompts from tutors or looming deadlines. Such behaviour will determine the nature and timing of the tutor's response. If there is clear evidence that a student is not making a fair or equal contribution, it is often better for tutors, initially, to offer advice to the students to help them to deal with the situation, and to intervene only if the problem persists. Although not without issues, peer assessment and mark allocation could be adopted (Parsons and Drew, 1996; Levin, 2003) . The more informed tutors are about a project's progress, the more likely it will be that potential risks can be addressed at an early stage. Regular 'surgery' meetings with a tutor are vital, for providing guidance and reassuring students. Student autonomy can be promoted by taking minutes of group meetings, participating in on-line discussion groups, and devising a well-defined decision-making policy. The sharing of experiences between groups through class discussions, together with incremental self-reflection of the research process and experience through regular entries into individual's diaries, are also valuable (cf. McGuinness and Simm, in press).
The role of the tutor as facilitator is key, enabling a balance between supporting and challenging students (Whitaker, 1995) , and between student autonomy and tutor intervention. The level and timing of intervention by tutors needs to be carefully judged, but should be done in a constructive manner to prevent the students becoming over-reliant on such direction, disillusioned with the task, or being stubborn over adapting to criticism. Encouraging students to learn from their mistakes and motivating them to adapt or change their project is often a delicate skill. Sometimes it may be necessary to allow students to persist with their endeavour, especially if they have shown commitment to the task or where time-constraints mean that the development of a different project is impractical.
External influences include changing and volatile situations, reluctance over or rejection of permission to allow access to sites or use of equipment, political sensitivity over socioeconomic or environmental issues, erratic networks preventing access to databases or e-mail contacts, or adverse weather conditions. These may have a compounding, or even crippling, effect on the feasibility of a project. Some of these problems may be unforeseeable and untimely, but a well-informed project set-up should include contingency planning. Local contacts are often invaluable in such instances for providing up-to-date information and advice.
Research projects involving group work tend to fail because of a breakdown in group dynamics, a flawed research premise and/or methodology, insufficient preparation, or external factors which can have a harmful effect on the feasibility of the project. Typically, the extent of such flaws tends to become exposed during fieldwork. Most unfeasible research projects can be identified, modified or changed before the fieldwork starts if risk assessments and contingency plans are implemented. But occasionally irretrievable breakdown of a research project can occur whilst on fieldwork.
Rescuing floundering projects
Boum and Walker's (1993) ideas on academic self-reflection can be applied to addressing problems with student projects because self-reflection and learning from experience are key elements of the research process. Identification that problems or issues exist with a project (recognition) is the first stage. If there are reservations or concerns about a project, tutors must monitor its progress more closely than usual through regular dialogue with the group. With the realisation that a project may be floundering irretrievably, a 'crisis meeting' should be called by tutors or by the students affected. Tutors must respond quickly to offer effective support. Before or at this meeting, students should acknowledge that these issues need to be dealt with and that they may need help on how to proceed (acknowledgement). The facts and significant events that have led to the current 'crisis' situation need to be established (return to experience).
The students should be encouraged to undertake some 'soulsearching' to identify and appraise the strengths, weaknesses, and causes of their failing project (evaluation), and to confront their 'fears' and concerns (attending to feelings). Tutors should be vigilant for signs of disjunction when students feel angered or frustrated at their situation, or desire 'right' answers (SavinBaden, 2000) . If not addressed, such feelings may hinder future progression. Students should be expected to acknowledge their mistakes and to carry some of that responsibility. Constructive criticism should be tempered by reassurance to prevent demoralising the students (reassurance). Importantly, the students should recognise that, although the situation may not be totally their own fault, they are a major contributory factor. External factors may have exposed and seriously compromised the students' limited preparation.
A refined or new project needs to be identified, building on previous experience and learning (integration). It is necessary to evaluate the scope for adapting the existing project into a new form by assessing the quantity and quality of data collected and contacts established to date. If the original project is totally unfeasible, all of the students should be encouraged to acknowledge that their project was irretrievable and that a new project needs to be devised. Such acknowledgements should be made freely by the students rather than being coerced by tutors into making a decision. So, it is important for tutors to provide further reassurance by acknowledging to the students that they have made a brave and correct decision. The students could be asked to single out one aspect of the locality which has interested them since their arrival (association). Without student interest, there won't be motivation, and thus useful progress is unlikely. Tutors may feel more comfortable steering the discussion towards fields in which they have knowledge and experience. The students should be encouraged to play to their academic strengths and existing success and progress. Other groups on the fieldtrip may also be able to provide advice and suggest contacts, particularly if they are using techniques or methodologies that can be adapted to the new project.
The feasibility of an alternative project needs to be assessed (validation), considering the limited time remaining for fieldwork, limited student knowledge of the locality, lack of background reading or preparation, and lack of specialist knowledge. Any new project requires careful guidance by tutors, data needs to be collected quickly in the field without much prior background research or planning, and most of the background research needs to be undertaken after the fieldtrip. Encouragement from tutors is important (motivation). Once they acquire a new direction, a collective sense of relief often pervades the students. The group should be sent away to brainstorm the planning of the project over the next few hours. Later in the day, the re-vitalised and motivated group should draft a new, concise research proposal. It is important to set realistic and manageable targets so that students are not overwhelmed. These targets should be based on the existing strengths of the research, the skills and experiences of the group members, the time remaining in the field for collecting new data and establishing contacts, and the available resources back at base. With tutor-support and motivation the group will, hopefully, re-establish a positive identity (appropriation). (See Box 1 for example.)
Finally, a self-reflective element (e.g. a personal research diary) is a vital component in the recovery and learning process. Such unsuccessful experiences can provide useful commentary in each student's record. Importantly, students should be reassured that their experiences need not necessarily be viewed as failure, but instead as a part of the learning process, and encouraged to believe that something good can come out of it. The research process should be viewed as important as the end-product (Kolb, 1984) , and so it does not really matter when the 'hardthought' is done.
Conclusions
Any skills-based module involving group project work demands high levels of commitment, competence and initiative from students to become autonomous and independent learners. Tutors act as facilitators, monitoring the feasibility and progression of projects, providing students with guidance and reassurance, and intervening when appropriate to deal with academic aspects and issues concerning group dynamics. Research projects involving group work tend to fail because of a breakdown of group dynamics, a flawed research premise or methodology, insufficient preparation, or external factors that can have a crippling effect on the feasibility of the project. If a project starts to flounder it is necessary for tutors to respond quickly and to offer effective support. Students should be expected to acknowledge their mistakes and to carry some of that responsibility.
Constructive criticism should be tempered by reassurance. If robust mechanisms for crisis resolution are in place, most situations are redeemable, thereby avoiding the students becoming demoralised and disillusioned, and so preventing failure or non-submission of the assignments. Motivation of the students is essential. The inclusion of a self-reflective element (e.g. a personal research diary) in the assessment scheme not only reveals the self-development of an individual student but serves as a record of the difficulties faced and how they were overcome. The experience of any serious logistical or academic problems can be critically evaluated by the student, enabling any credit lost due to flaws in the project to be redeemed through effective, critical self-reflection, and, if the problems were external, allowances can be made for in the final marking by tutors. Rather than being a negative experience, students often appreciate the challenge they have overcome, recognise their own personal development and academic achievement, and have an heightened awareness of their abilities and the employability of their skills. When designing student-led group project work, it is important, firstly, to separate out the expected learning outcomes from the actual evidence of success -the research process should be viewed as valuable as the end-product (Kolb, 1984) . Secondly, it is important that assessment fairly reflects both group and individual contributions.
Box 1: A tale of woe and redemption in Boston!
A group of 3 male students devised a project to study the environmental impacts of a major tunnelling project known locally as the 'Big Dig' in Boston, USA.The group planned to adopt several lines of investigation: air quality measurement of particulate matter and vehicular exhaust emissions, traffic flows and volumes surveys, and traffic survey data archives.
Their project began to flounder for a combination of reasons.The group's composition was self-selecting based on friendship, and quickly adopted an inappropriate mentality, viewing the work as a chore, and displayed a lack of independence and initiative. Consequently, the group failed to devise a robust sampling strategy, and there was insufficient research into and trials of field techniques and post-fieldwork analysis. Furthermore, despite tutor instructions, no prior access permissions or checking of the availability of archival data were obtained. Delays in the completion of the Big Dig project meant that the tunnels were only officially opened one week before our arrival. The group made tardy and uncertain progress, but periodically worked intensely in response to strong words from tutors.
In Boston, official permission was denied to visit the Big Dig's tunnels and ventilation plants (although tours were advertised), attributed to the heightened state of national security during the second Gulf War. There was also political sensitivity concerning the Big Dig's budget excesses and criticisms of air pollution.The post-9/11 caution also led to frequent refusals to permit the use of field equipment. The archival sources turned out to be piecemeal, unavailable or lost. In their disappointment and frustration, a stubbornness and inflexibility to adapt the available data became apparent. To compound their woes, adverse snowy weather affected their sampling of airborne pollutants.
The project had irretrievably broken down by Day Three of fieldwork, causing stress and consternation amongst the group. Crisis meetings were held between tutors and the group, and the procedure outlined in this article was employed.
Big Dig in Progress 2002
Parsons D.E. and Drew S.K. (1996) . Designing group project work to enhance learning: key elements. Following self-acknowledgement, soul-searching and brainstorming of new ideas, a new and manageable project (in the remaining time in Boston) was formulated, investigating the environmental management of Boston Common. Other groups offered advice on contacts and how to undertake an environmental impact assessment. With their new focus and motivation, the group worked hard to accumulate data to be supplemented by background reading back in the UK The group's individual diary entries proved revealing, acknowledging that they "thought we were, but obviously not" prepared for the fieldwork, that they "could have made more of an effort to contact people", that "trying to sort it out when we got there" was ill-judged, but eventually they "really all pulled together". Each member of the group attained a creditable (in the circumstances) Lower-Second class grade for the module.
